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 CHAPTER 1 
Improving programme impact and accountability through 
qualitative research 
 
Qualitative research has much to offer to the practical work of humanitarian and development 
organizations. Growing recognition of the potential for qualitative research to enhance 
programme impact is putting pressure on development practitioners to adapt a ‘research 
approach’ in their monitoring, evaluation, accountability, and learning work. This 
introductory chapter starts off by outlining some of the ways in which qualitative research 
can be used to improve the impact, quality, and accountability of development projects and 
programmes. It will then introduce some basic principles of qualitative research and illustrate 
some of the ways in which qualitative research can be incorporated into various stages of the 
programme cycle.  
Keywords  
Qualitative research; research for development; monitoring and evaluation; programme 
impact; programme accountability; evidence 
Learning objectives 
After reading this chapter, you will be able to: 
 outline the ways in which qualitative research can improve development programmes and 
their impact 
 describe the link between qualitative research and accountability 
 explain what qualitative research is, including its strengths and weaknesses  
 identify ways of integrating qualitative research into a programme cycle. 
Key terms (definitions) 
 Accountability: The means by which people and organizations are held responsible for 
their actions by having to account for them to other people.  
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 Evidence: The available body of facts or information indicating whether a belief or 
proposition is true or valid. 
 Findings: Summaries, impressions, or conclusions reached after an examination or 
investigation of data. 
 Formative evaluation: An early examination of an active programme with the aim of 
identifying areas for improvement in its design and performance. 
 Generalizability: The ability to make statements and draw conclusions that can have a 
general application. 
 Programme cycle: The process and sequence in which a programme develops from start 
to finish.  
 Qualitative research: A method of inquiry that takes as a starting point the belief that 
there are benefits to exploring, unpacking, and describing social meanings and 
perceptions of an issue or a programme. 
 Research: To study something systematically, gathering and reporting on detailed and 
accurate information. 
Towards a ‘research approach’ in monitoring and evaluation 
With an ever-growing emphasis on evidence-informed programming, there is a push for 
development practitioners to strengthen the quality of their monitoring, evaluation, 
accountability, and learning (MEAL) activities. For many development practitioners, 
evidence continues to be associated with quantitative evaluations of development initiatives. 
In fact, until recently, many people working in MEAL have been suspicious of qualitative 
methods and have had little incentive to develop a qualitative evidence capacity (Bamberger 
et al., 2010). While quantitative evidence is crucial for decision-making and rightfully 
continues to play a key role in the development of evidence, there is growing recognition of 
the need for qualitative evidence.  
This recognition is born out of the fact that development programmes have often been 
designed and implemented without sufficient qualitative evidence to understand the needs, 
wishes, and context of the target population. Too often, local perspectives have been 
neglected in the design, implementation, and evaluation of programmes, despite local voices 
containing crucial information that can help development practitioners understand pathways 
to programme success and failure (Chambers, 1983, 1997).  
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Qualitative research can systematize and formalize the process of generating qualitative 
evidence. Qualitative research can be used to understand the context of a programme better; it 
can provide us with insights to new issues and help us understand the complexity of 
connections and relationships between people, programmes, and organizations. It can provide 
beneficiaries with an opportunity to share their perspectives of an issue or a programme, 
which in turn can help us understand the nuances with regard to how different people 
experience a programme. Importantly, qualitative research can be used to ensure that 
development programmes resonate with local realities and expectations.  
However, given the dominance of quantitative MEAL efforts, many development 
practitioners lack the skills and confidence to authoritatively produce qualitative evidence. In 
particular, there continues to be confusion and lack of clarity within development 
organizations about what qualitative evidence looks like and how best to conduct rigorous 
qualitative studies.  
Although we welcome a drive for more rigorous qualitative research, we also recognize that 
in a ‘development organization’ context, there is a tension between achieving rigour, what is 
feasible, and what is considered useful. We accept that some development practitioners are 
likely to face significant constraints in adapting some of the practices we describe in this 
book. We are therefore not looking to turn you into an ‘academic researcher’; rather, we aim 
to introduce you to the ‘rules of the game’ for conducting rigorous qualitative research at all 
stages of a development project cycle. We want to encourage and equip you with the 
knowledge and skills required to adopt a ‘research approach’ (see Box 1.1) in your MEAL 
and development activities (Laws et al., 2013).  
 
Box 1.1 Key aspects of a ‘research approach’ 
These include: 
 being curious and having an interest in learning about the causes of things  
 being willing to learn from data, and change your mind about prior beliefs  
 having a concern to really understand what people say and the meanings behind their 
statements  
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 having an awareness of how you, the researcher, may shape what is being said and the 
direction of the research 
 striving for analytical sophistication, identifying patterns that may not be immediately 
obvious 
 being systematic and keeping records of all the data  
 being interested in discussing findings in a broader context, for example in relation to 
previous experiences or the experiences of others. 
Source: Laws et al. (2013: 14).  
We believe that it is important for development practitioners to engage with qualitative 
research and adapt a ‘research approach’ in the generation of qualitative evidence for four 
main reasons.  
1. Development practitioners are at the front line, responding to humanitarian and 
development needs, which makes them particularly well suited to identifying issues on 
which research is required and to taking an active role in facilitating research.  
2. Development practitioners can accelerate the use of research findings and translate them 
into programming and advocacy.  
3. With the turn to evidence-informed policy and practice, interventions need to be based 
on systematic qualitative research from the ground as well as on evidence from 
evaluations in other locations. Assessing value for money and taking programmes to scale 
cannot be based on anecdotes and impressions. 
4. Systematic qualitative research helps development practitioners improve the quality, 
accountability, and impact of their programmes.  
This book is designed to guide development practitioners through the process of planning, 
conducting, and reporting on qualitative research, while simultaneously showing how 
qualitative methods can support the work of development practitioners. In other words, we 
focus on the particular uses of qualitative research in the programme cycle and highlight the 
role of qualitative evidence in improving the impact, quality, and accountability of 
development programmes. 
Our practical aim is to demystify the qualitative research process and provide development 
practitioners with the procedural clarity, skills, and confidence to use qualitative methods 
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authoritatively and advocate for the need to embed qualitative research in the programme 
cycle, either on its own or together with quantitative studies.  
Qualitative research  
What is qualitative research? And how is it different from quantitative research? 
Research involves collecting information, also referred to as data, in a systematic way in 
order to answer a question. However, your research question, and the methods you use to 
generate data that can answer that question, are likely to reflect one of two research 
approaches, or a mix.  
One such approach refers to quantitative research. Quantitative research typically explores 
questions that examine the relationship between different events, or occurrences. In an 
evaluation context, this might include looking at how change can be linked or attributed to a 
particular intervention. Such a question might be: ‘What impact did child-friendly spaces 
have on refugee children’s psycho-social well-being?’ To test the causality or link between 
‘child-friendly spaces’, an intervention, and children’s ‘psycho-social well-being’, 
researchers will have to try to maintain a level of control of the different factors, also called 
variables, that may influence the relationship between the events. They will also need to 
recruit research participants randomly. Quantitative data is often gathered through surveys 
and questionnaires that are carefully developed, structured, and administered to provide you 
with numerical data that can be explored statistically and yield a result that can be 
generalized to some larger population (Bauer et al., 2000).  
Another approach, and the focus of this book, is qualitative research. Qualitative research 
seeks to explore personal and social experiences, meanings, and practices as well as the role 
of context in shaping these. Qualitative research thus takes as a starting point the belief that 
there are benefits to exploring, unpacking, and describing social meanings and perceptions of 
a phenomenon, or a programme (Flick, 2002). Not only can qualitative research give voice to 
people who are ordinarily silent or whose perceptions are rarely considered, it can help 
explain ‘how’, ‘why’, and ‘under what circumstances’ does a particular phenomenon, or 
programme, operate as it does. 
As such, you can use qualitative research to obtain information about: 
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 local knowledge and understanding of a given issue or programme 
 people’s perceptions and experiences of an issue, their needs, or a programme 
 how people act and engage with a programme, each other, and organizations 
 local responses and the acceptability and feasibility of a programme 
 meanings people attach to certain experiences, relationships, or life events  
 social processes and contextual factors (for example, social norms, values, behaviours, 
and cultural practices) that marginalize a group of people or have an impact on a 
programme  
 local agency and responses in mitigating poverty and the marginalization of vulnerable 
populations. 
As these examples of research areas suggest, you can use qualitative research to gain a better 
understanding of either an issue or a particular programme. Issue-focused research can help 
you develop a better understanding of an issue, or phenomenon, and how it affects a group of 
people. This may, for example, include the health risks facing children in a particular 
location, or the barriers that expectant mothers face in accessing maternal healthcare. 
Qualitative research is particularly good at investigating sensitive topics, whether it be sexual 
abuse or intimate partner violence. It could also include examining the care or living 
arrangements of hard-to-reach groups, such as children living or working on the street. Issue-
focused research can provide you with information that better prepares you to advocate for a 
cause or develop and plan a programme that addresses some of the problems that the research 
identifies.  
Programme-focused research looks at stakeholders’ interaction with a programme. This 
might include looking at some of the different ways in which a programme has an impact, 
community-level acceptability of a programme, or the factors enabling or hindering 
programme success. Programme-focused research could also involve examining how 
beneficiaries experience a programme. For example, a research question might read: ‘What 
are children’s experiences of spending time in child-friendly spaces?’ To explore children’s 
views of ‘child-friendly spaces’, researchers can use creative, flexible, semi- or unstructured 
methods that enable and capture children’s views. Such methods may include individual or 
group interviews (see Chapter 3), participant observations (see Chapter 4), participatory 
methods (see Chapter 5), or Photovoice (see Chapter 6). The information generated through 
these methods can be used to map out and contextualize children’s social experiences or to 
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identify a range of minority, majority, or contradictory experiences or perceptions of child-
friendly spaces.  
Table 1.1 Summary of the key differences between qualitative and quantitative research 
  Qualitative research approach Quantitative research approach 
Examples of 
research questions 
How do cash transfers support the 
education of children? 
What impact did cash transfers have 
on children’s school performance? 
In what ways can a literacy boost 
programme affect children’s 
education? 
Does a literacy boost programme 
improve children’s reading skills? 
What social factors influence women’s 
access to healthcare?  
Is socio-economic status correlated to 
women’s health? 
Type of 
knowledge 
Subjective Objective 
Aim Exploratory and observational Generalizable and hypothesis-testing 
Characteristics Flexible Fixed and controlled 
Contextual portrayal Independent and dependent variables 
Dynamic, continuous view of change Pre- and post-programme 
measurement of change 
Sampling Purposeful Random 
Data collection Semi-structured or unstructured Structured 
Nature of data Narratives, quotations, descriptions Numbers, statistics 
Value uniqueness, particularity Replication 
Analysis Thematic and interpretative Statistical 
 
Table 1.1 summarizes key differences between qualitative and quantitative research. 
Although the two approaches ask different questions and have different strengths, presenting 
them as distinct and opposite is not overly helpful. In practice, they are often combined or 
draw on elements from each other (Bauer et al., 2000). For example, quantitative surveys 
often include open-ended questions. Similarly, qualitative responses can be quantified. 
Qualitative and quantitative methods can also support each other, both through triangulation 
of findings and by building on each other. Triangulation is when you use different data 
sources and methods to shed light on an issue or programme. You can triangulate either by 
gathering data from different research participants or by examining an issue using different 
data collection methods. For example, you could compare the perspectives of teachers, 
students, and parents on the quality of schooling or gain an understanding of student 
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perspectives through a questionnaire, interviews and participant observations. Why is it 
important to gather the perspectives of different stakeholders and/or use different methods? 
Triangulation can either create confidence in the trustworthiness of your findings or highlight 
further complexity (Denzin, 1989; Gaskell and Bauer, 2000). If, for example, different 
stakeholders all share a similar concern, or if your data collection methods all lead to similar 
observations, you can overcome bias (an inclination to hold a particular view) – either 
induced by a particular method, or by only considering the views of one group of research 
participants. However, through data and method triangulation, you may also uncover 
inconsistencies or contradictions, which will require you to further understand the origin of 
these complexities (Gaskell and Bauer, 2000). Either way, triangulation can strengthen your 
conclusions and identify areas for further work. 
Qualitative and quantitative methods can also be used to build on each other in an iterative 
manner. MEAL activities typically draw on a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods. 
This is because one research approach (qualitative or quantitative) can rarely fully address the 
research questions that are posed or provide the information required for a log frame. The 
approach of drawing on both qualitative and quantitative methods has been referred to as 
mixed methods.  
The weight given to qualitative or quantitative methods may differ, as can the sequence in 
which qualitative and quantitative data is collected (Creswell, 2002). For example, qualitative 
research can be used to guide the questions in a survey, to ensure that they both include 
relevant indicators and ask appropriate questions. Equally, a statistical analysis of a survey 
may identify variances, trends, and patterns, which can then be explained and explored 
further through qualitative research (see Figure 1.1). 
Figure 1.1 Iterative process of combining qualitative and quantitative methods in research  
 
Source: Adapted from Bamberger et al. (2010). 
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The iterative process illustrated in Figure 1.1 is typical. Other sequences include collecting 
both quantitative and qualitative data at the same time, or starting to collect either qualitative 
or quantitative data, which is then followed up with an alternative method. Depending on 
your research question, one method may carry more weight than another. For example, you 
may conduct a qualitative study but also gather a few descriptive statistics from your context. 
In this case, the weight lies with the qualitative research methodology. There is no right or 
wrong sequence or weight. The most important thing is that you choose a strategy that can 
best answer your research question.  
What are some of the limitations of qualitative research? 
There are some limitations to qualitative research. While qualitative research is ideally suited 
to understanding local knowledge and perspectives, the knowledge produced from such 
studies is not easily generalizable to other people or other settings. One therefore has to be 
careful about making sweeping generalizations about the findings generated from qualitative 
research. Qualitative research embraces different views and perspectives, and is likely to 
unpack a variety of different experiences and perceptions; it is therefore rarely appropriate to 
test hypotheses using qualitative methods. Qualitative research can instead be used to 
generate hypotheses that can then be tested using quantitative methods.  
All research is vulnerable to bias – and this includes quantitative research. However, 
qualitative research explicitly embraces subjectivity, which means that personal experiences, 
perceptions, and judgements are valued, whether they come from research participants or 
from the way in which researchers purposefully recruit participants to the study. Qualitative 
researchers also make observations and interpret data based on preconceived ideas about the 
topic. The background, experiences, and values of those researchers will therefore inevitably 
influence the generation of qualitative evidence. According to Madden (2010), this makes the 
researcher a key instrument and tool for the generation of qualitative evidence. This means 
that qualitative findings are never objective truths; rather, they are carefully formed and 
shaped by the researcher. For sceptics of qualitative research, this raises questions about its 
rigour and the scientific value. However, precisely because of the subjectivity of qualitative 
research, it is important to use a set of quality criteria that are different from those of 
quantitative research: namely, reliability, validity, and generalizability (Gaskell and Bauer, 
2000). In Chapter 2, we will describe different quality criteria of qualitative research, which 
help enhance its rigour and scientific value.  
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As a result of these limitations, people in positions of power often associate qualitative 
research with limited use and credibility. However, this is a grave misunderstanding of what 
systematic qualitative research has to offer. And it is a misunderstanding with real 
implications for the funding and support of the development of qualitative research capacity. 
As a consequence, there remains little procedural clarity or guidance on how to conduct good 
qualitative research in the development sector. While this is slowly changing, it reminds us 
that we all have a responsibility to maintain and further strengthen the quality and integrity of 
qualitative research.  
By now, you probably have a good understanding of what qualitative research is and what it 
is not. To further explain the use and potential of such research to the work of development 
practitioners, we will now discuss some of the different ways in which qualitative research 
can improve and strengthen development processes.  
Qualitative research for development  
Development agencies are continually aiming to develop programmes that are optimal in 
relation to relevance, impact, cost, reach, and social change. Qualitative research can help 
development practitioners achieve each of these goals more fully. In this section, we will 
introduce six components of development and discuss the contribution of qualitative research 
to each one. As illustrated in Figure 1.2, the components we will be discussing are: 1) 
beneficiary engagement, relevance, and empowerment; 2) accountability; 3) impact, 
innovation, and evidence; 4) value for money; 5) scalability and replicability; 6) advocacy, 
campaigning, and social change.  
Figure 1.2 Qualitative research for development  
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Beneficiary engagement, relevance, and empowerment 
Many development and humanitarian organizations have it within their mandate to empower 
the people they work to assist, and they often see participation as an essential strategy to 
achieve this. Qualitative research can facilitate participation. As a research approach, it 
actively encourages the use and development of creative and flexible methods that enable 
different voices to be heard (O’Kane, 2008). In fact, some qualitative research methods have 
been developed with the specific purpose of enabling the people whom development agencies 
are looking to assist to participate in the planning of development programmes (Chambers, 
1983; Rifkin and Pridmore, 2001). See Chapters 5 and 6 for more detail and examples of such 
qualitative and participatory research methods. Using qualitative research to facilitate 
participation is important for a number of reasons:  
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1. Qualitative research can be used to consult a wide variety of local stakeholders. Often the 
least powerful and visible people of a community, such as children, struggle to have a 
voice in community and programme sensitization forums. Qualitative research can thus 
ensure that different groups of people are given an opportunity to voice their perspectives 
about an issue or a programme.  
2. In return, and to ensure relevance, development practitioners can use these perspectives 
to tailor the intervention to make it more aligned to the spectrum of views, expectations, 
and needs that exist in a programme context. 
3. If community members feel that the opinions and experiences they articulated through 
qualitative research have been taken into account, and have influenced decisions, they are 
more likely to stay positively engaged with the programme and have a sense of 
ownership. 
4. Some qualitative research methods (such as Photovoice; see Chapter 6) can actively 
facilitate deliberation, awareness raising, and critical thinking (Freire, 1973). Such 
analytical skills are essential for good community-level programme management and for 
developing relationships with external change agents. 
5. Related to this, the type of participation that qualitative research facilitates can be 
empowering. Participation and empowerment are deeply intertwined, reinforcing each 
other, both as means and ends. On the one hand, participation can lead to the development 
of new skills, feelings of control, and power over the participants’ lives. On the other 
hand, participation in activities, and under conditions that do not enable change, can 
contribute to a sense of powerlessness and further discourage participation (Campbell and 
Jovchelovitch, 2000). 
As these five examples show, qualitative research can facilitate beneficiary engagement, 
which not only ensures that programmes are relevant but can, as argued by Kilby (2006), help 
development organizations become effective agents of empowerment. 
Accountability 
Accountability broadly refers to the mechanisms that are in place within a development and 
humanitarian organization to ensure that it uses its position of power responsibly. It typically 
involves ‘giving an account’ to someone who has a stake in a development programme 
(Cornwall et al., 2000). More often than not, this involves you demonstrating to a funding 
agency that a programme has been worth funding. Development practitioners are all too 
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familiar with the process of generating data and information to demonstrate to their donors 
that their programmes are worthwhile. While being accountable to donors continues to be key 
in the delivery of aid and development programmes, the past few decades have witnessed a 
powerful movement to ensure that accountability is not limited to the funding agencies and 
donors, but also considers the responsibility of development organizations to be accountable 
to the people they seek to assist.  
The Humanitarian Accountability Partnership (HAP) has been instrumental in promoting 
accountability to beneficiaries of humanitarian and development organizations. HAP has 
developed some standards, or benchmarks, of accountability (Darcy et al., 2013). These 
include the following: 
1. Establishing and delivering on commitments: the organization develops a plan that sets 
out its commitment to accountability. 
2. Staff competency: the organization ensures that its staff have the necessary competencies 
to deliver a plan of action for accountability. 
3. Sharing information: the organization ensures that all stakeholders, including its 
beneficiaries, have access to timely and relevant information about the organization and 
its activities. 
4. Participation: the organization gives voice to the people it aims to assist and incorporates 
their views into programming. 
5. Handling complaints: the organization puts in place mechanisms that enable all 
stakeholders, including beneficiaries, to safely deliver complaints and receive a reply that 
gives details about how the organization is responding to the complaint. 
6. Learning and continual improvement: the organization learns from its experience and 
applies learning to improve its performance.  
These six benchmarks of accountability encourage us to think more holistically about 
accountability, shifting the focus away from auditing, which benefits donors, to implementing 
agencies’ responsibility to be held accountable to their beneficiaries.  
A quick glance at the six benchmarks suggests the relevance of qualitative research to 
accountability. As already discussed, qualitative research is fundamental to the benchmarks 
of participation and learning. However, the ‘handling of complaints’ benchmark can also be 
actioned through qualitative research to some extent. Qualitative research is not a complaints-
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handling procedure and should not substitute for more established complaints mechanisms 
that are geared towards handling and responding to a wide variety of issues. However, the 
feedback generated through qualitative research can expose grievances and criticisms about a 
programme, enabling development practitioners to make necessary changes. 
While qualitative research can generate learning about programme outcomes, feeding into 
donor reports, it also offers a great opportunity for real-time feedback that development 
practitioners can act upon to improve programme performance (Featherstone, 2013). But 
qualitative research is not a magic bullet for accountability. Qualitative research per se does 
not ensure accountability. It merely seeks to generate learning from a variety of programme 
stakeholders. Accountability happens when development practitioners use this learning, 
ideally in collaboration with the beneficiaries, to improve their ‘ways of working’ with local 
communities and to enhance the performance of their programmes. In addition, there are 
many other more established ways for you to promote accountability, which qualitative 
research cannot and should not replace.  
Save the Children has developed a Programme Accountability Guidance Pack (Munyas 
Ghadially, 2013) that offers guidance and tools in areas such as information sharing, 
participation, complaints handling, capacity building of staff, and monitoring of 
accountability measures. You can download the pack and watch videos developed to improve 
understanding and facilitate discussions on programme accountability at 
<http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/resources/online-library/programme-accountability-
guidance-pack>. 
Impact, innovation and evidence 
Development practitioners have an interest in implementing impactful programmes that: 1) 
can be measured by monitoring and evaluation frameworks; 2) are highly valued by the 
people they seek to assist; 3) represent good value for the time and resources invested. The 
decision to implement one type of intervention over another often rests on the experience of 
development practitioners, the scant availability of evidence, and what can be measured to 
demonstrate impact. While tacit or common knowledge, however limited it may be, can 
contribute to the development of fantastic programmes, the question of whether or not 
another intervention could produce better outcomes is always present.  
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It is this curiosity about whether or not better and more impactful programmes could be 
implemented for the same amount of money and effort that leads to innovation and evidence 
building. It is also this type of curiosity that encourages development practitioners to go 
beyond demonstrating impact to donors, and to innovate and develop evidence that helps 
them establish programmes that are optimal in relation to relevance, impact, cost, reach, and 
social change.  
Quantitative inquiries are key to the development of such evidence, both to determine 
programme outcomes and to compare different development approaches. However, 
qualitative research is equally important and can be used to generate knowledge and facilitate 
learning in a number of different ways that can help practitioners develop innovative and 
evidence-informed programmes. We will now describe three ways in which qualitative 
research can be used to further impact, innovation, and evidence.  
First, qualitative research can help localize development programmes. Development 
programmes are most successful when they are embedded in a local context, reflect locally 
perceived needs, and draw on local assets (Moser, 1998). This is widely recognized and it is 
not uncommon for donor agencies, in their proposals, to ask for an account of how 
community members were involved in the development of the proposal and how they can be 
expected to participate in the planning and implementation of the programme. Participatory 
and qualitative research plays a key role in generating information and evidence to inform 
future programmes so that they are tailored to local realities.  
The process of localizing development programmes can involve two steps. First is a needs 
assessment, where qualitative research can be used to map the local perceptions of needs, 
examine their nature and causes, and set priorities for future action. A second step can 
involve using qualitative research to chart the cultural context, local assets, and community 
resources. These contextual factors may well form part of local coping strategies to hardship 
and would be important to consider, both to align programmatic and local responses and to 
optimize the utilization of local and external resources. Qualitative research can help generate 
a better understanding of the issues that affect local community members and can identify 
realistic solutions that reflect local knowledge and assets.  
Second, qualitative research can be used to explore local experiences of a programme – not 
only as a formative evaluation tool but also as part of the end-of-programme evaluation. Only 
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by giving local people and service providers an opportunity to communicate what they 
perceive to be the strengths and weaknesses of a programme, and the way it was 
implemented, will we be in a position to make programmatic changes that can either 
strengthen current and active programmes or inform future programmes. Qualitative research 
is thus a major part of formative evaluation, allowing beneficiaries to express their reactions 
to an active programme so that development practitioners can make the necessary changes for 
the programme to progress in a more valued direction (in line with accountability, as 
described above). From an end-of-programme evaluation perspective, qualitative research 
can be used to unpack local understandings of impact. While log frames are typically 
developed to measure hypothesized programme impacts, primarily to show donors that 
programmes have achieved what they set out to do, these impacts are often limited and 
deliberately reduced to what we and our donors find relevant. Qualitative research – for 
example through an investigation of the ‘most significant changes’ (described more fully 
below) – can provide details on what the programme beneficiaries perceive the impact of the 
programme to be. 
Third, qualitative research can help contextualize ‘what happened’. Development 
programmes are not implemented in a vacuum, but interact with a host of social and 
contextual factors. These could include other development programmes, socio-cultural 
norms, and changes to the physical environment, as well as the personal skills, sensitivities, 
and characteristics of the people implementing the programme. Qualitative research can be 
used to unpack the contextual factors and processes that have contributed to either the success 
or failure of a programme. Such knowledge can help development practitioners mitigate 
potential risks to programme success and increase the chances of success and impact.  
In summary, qualitative research can generate evidence that can be used to develop 
development programmes that are tailored to local contexts. Qualitative research can also be 
used to determine improvements and changes to a programme. When acted upon, such 
evidence can optimize programme impact and satisfaction among the people the development 
programmes seek to assist.  
Value for money 
Development agencies are increasingly looking to deliver programmes that represent value 
for money. This is not about developing and implementing low-cost programmes, but about 
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maximizing the impact of funds spent to improve poor people’s lives. In other words, ‘value 
for money’ is about ensuring that development programmes have the greatest impact at the 
lowest cost. Qualitative research is not typically associated with the ‘value for money’ 
agenda. But, as alluded to above, qualitative research is vital to any process looking to make 
development programmes more efficient, effective, and equitable, which in turn makes 
programmes more economical. Qualitative research can explore ways to enhance programme 
impact and overcome unintended consequences, such as drawing on local resources and 
strengths, or to involve local stakeholders to address possible barriers to the programme’s 
impact (for example, a cultural belief or detrimental gender constructions), all of which is 
likely to increase value for money. Moreover, it is notoriously difficult to document value for 
money. While solid and rigorous quantitative research designs are central to a ‘value for 
money’ analysis, it is increasingly recognized that a good analysis incorporates different 
sources of information, including qualitative research findings, to build a comprehensive 
picture of programme impact and value. This could, for example, include an outline of local 
perceptions of impact, above and beyond that stipulated by the logical framework guiding 
programme monitoring and evaluation.  
Scalability and replicability  
We have said it before. The ultimate aim of a development agency is to have a positive 
impact in the areas where they work. So far, impact has primarily been discussed in relation 
to developing programmes that are successful and create a positive change for the people they 
seek to assist. Impact, however, also refers to reach. A programme can be very successful yet 
reach only a small number of people. What is better is a programme that is equally successful 
but reaches a much larger number of people. Development agencies therefore have an interest 
in taking impactful programmes ‘to scale’. This can involve taking a stand-alone programme 
to scale, or it can mean working through national stakeholders, such as local government 
departments, which can extend their activities to a greater number of people. Often it is a mix 
of the two. Going to scale inevitably involves replicating activities in other locations and 
mainstreaming certain elements so that they can be implemented realistically by facilitators 
with varied skills and experience. 
It cannot be assumed that, just because a programme has been successful in one context, it 
can be repeated in another context with equal success. Programmes are implemented by 
people with varied knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviours in contexts that are socially 
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determined. Qualitative research plays an instrumental role in making sure that development 
agencies fully understand all the contributing factors to programme impact. Qualitative 
research, for example, can be used to unpack the many different contextual barriers and 
facilitators to programme impact and determine what elements of the programme need to be 
fostered further or where changes should be made in order to ensure that the programme has 
the flexibility to be tailored to different socio-economic or cultural contexts. 
Advocacy, campaigning and social change 
Achieving social change requires action at many different levels. While development 
programmes can provide poor people with opportunities to escape poverty and live healthier 
lives, there are often limits in their scope to change the policy, legislation, and geopolitical 
processes that either leave people poor and vulnerable in the first place or fail to protect those 
who are most vulnerable. For that reason, many larger development agencies have staff, and 
sometimes an entire department, who are designated to advocacy. Save the Children define 
advocacy as ‘a set of organised activities designed to influence the policies and actions of 
others to achieve positive changes for children’s lives based on the experience and 
knowledge of working directly with children, their families and communities’ (Gosling and 
Cohen, 2007: 12).  
Qualitative research, by giving a voice to marginalized people, can help development 
practitioners develop knowledge about the experiences of the most vulnerable. These voices, 
and the knowledge they represent, can be used by development practitioners to reframe an 
issue and develop new ways of seeing (Laws et al., 2013). The perspectives gathered through 
qualitative research can also be used in campaign materials, extending the voices of local 
people to a global audience. Some qualitative research methods, such as Photovoice (see 
Chapter 6), were developed with the explicit purpose of gathering voices to advocate for 
structural change.  
We have now offered six reasons why qualitative research is vital to the field of development. 
Qualitative research is not only key to the development and implementation of projects, but 
also to understanding the impact and reach of development programmes. We now proceed to 
discuss some of the different phases in a development programme cycle where qualitative 
methods can be employed to enhance programme impact, quality, and accountability. 
Embedding qualitative research within a project and programme cycle  
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Qualitative research can be embedded in a development programme at many different points 
of its implementation cycle – serving different learning purposes. To demonstrate this, in this 
section we will describe five specific qualitative analyses in the programme cycle as well as 
highlighting some of the more general research, advocacy, and accountability opportunities 
that may shoot off at different points of the cycle (see Figure 1.3). These analyses are by no 
means exhaustive, but they offer concrete examples of how qualitative research can be 
embedded in a programme cycle with the aim of strengthening programme impact, quality, 
and accountability. We will discuss each of them in turn. 
Figure 1.3 Opportunities for qualitative research within the programme cycle 
 
Situational analysis and needs assessment 
Before a development programme is conceived, and a funding proposal written, there is a 
need to carry out a situational analysis and a needs assessment. This is a process of 
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identifying and understanding the specificities of a problem and the broader context in which 
a programme operates, and using this information to plan actions to address the problem.  
A situational analysis offers development practitioners with an understanding of the internal 
and external environment in which a programme will operate. Internally, this could include 
an analysis of organizational capabilities, while externally, if the organization works with and 
for children, it could include a country-level child rights situational analysis (CRSA). For 
organizations working in fragile states, the situational analysis could also include a security 
assessment. While situational analyses often depend heavily on literature reviews; they also 
often draw on interviews with key stakeholders. Once a situational analysis has mapped out 
macro-environmental factors that may affect or guide organizational operations, the process 
of identifying and understanding the specificities of the problem and planning actions to 
address that problem can commence. This is also called a needs assessment.  
Identifying a problem and assessing a need often involve an iterative process that considers 
the capabilities, principles, and values of a development organization, the national strategies 
of a country, and the perspectives of the people the programmes are intended to assist. Once a 
general problem area has been identified – in the area of education, health, or hunger and 
livelihoods, for instance – a systematic process that places the intended beneficiaries centre 
stage can begin to determine people’s specific needs.  
While surveys can be useful to determine the scale of a problem, the process of generating 
qualitative evidence pertaining to the views and perspectives of beneficiaries at a community 
level is key to determining what interventions will be most appropriate and successful in 
alleviating risks and hardships (Rossi and Lipsey, 2004). Individual and group interviews (see 
Chapter 3) as well as participatory learning and action (PLA) methods (see Chapters 5 and 6) 
are particularly well suited for needs assessments. Needs assessments that develop in a 
partnership between development practitioners and local people (Rifkin and Pridmore, 2001) 
can do the following: 
 They can offer critical reflection and raise the consciousness of community members 
about the conditions that compromise their well-being. 
 They can enable diverse groups of people to participate. This includes children and 
other marginalized groups who are ordinarily absent from community forums (see Box 
1.2 for an example). 
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 They can identify key barriers to change, risks, and hazards facing local communities. 
 They can identify assets, capacities, and local resources that can be used to address their 
needs. 
 They can help community members prioritize and draw up action plans for development 
activities. 
 They can support the selection of indictors that can be used to identify and measure the 
areas of change that a development programme expects to bring about.  
A number of toolkits and guidance notes are available online to support development 
practitioners apply qualitative research methods in needs assessments. Examples include: 
 the Vulnerability and Capacities Assessment (VCA) toolbox from the Red Cross (IFRC, 
2007), available in English, French and Spanish at <http://www.ifrc.org>  
 ‘The short guide to rapid joint education needs assessments’ from the Global Education 
Cluster, available in English and French at 
<http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/resources/online-library>  
 ‘Photovoice guidance: 10 simple steps to involve children in needs assessments’ from 
Save the Children, available in English at <http://resourcecentre.savethechildren.se/>.  
Box 1.2 Children using participatory methods to assess local needs  
Save the Children used participatory learning and action tools, including Photovoice (see 
Chapter 6), to involve children in a needs assessment for a programme tackling chronic 
malnutrition in south-west Bangladesh. 
The aim was to give children the opportunity to voice their concerns and challenges with 
regards to food and nutrition and to use this information in the planning of a programme. 
  
Local context analysis 
Once a needs assessment has been carried out, and it is clear what problems or ‘gaps’ 
between current and desired conditions a development programme is looking to tackle, a 
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more in-depth local context analysis can be undertaken. Local context analyses play an 
important role in the programme-planning process and seek to map the socio-economic, 
cultural, environmental, political, and legislative conditions that may affect a programme (see 
Box 1.3 for an example). For example, a local context analysis may provide information 
regarding the factors listed below: 
 When is it a good time to start implementing the programme? Religious holidays, local 
elections, or seasons when drought is likely or animals are prone to disease may delay a 
programme, or in a worst-case scenario they might stop it being implemented.  
 What are the local experiences and perceptions of the phenomenon that leaves some 
people vulnerable and at risk? This will help you gain a clear picture of circumstances 
that compromise people’s well-being as well as an understanding of the people who will 
be affected by the programme.  
 Which local norms and practices play a role in responding to, or exacerbating, the social 
conditions that compromise people’s well-being?  
 Local representations and understandings may be in conflict with the values and 
principles of development organizations, requiring a sensitive approach. The work by 
Save the Children, for example, is guided by the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
yet local communities, often determined by poverty, may place greater emphasis on 
children’s responsibilities in sustaining household livelihoods.  
 Can local assets and capacities be drawn upon to implement the programme in line with 
local responses and resources? This may include the experience and knowledge of some 
local people, infrastructures that can house training sessions and other events, communal 
land to host a borehole, and so forth.  
 What existing services are there, and what are their roles and responsibilities in 
addressing issues relevant to the programme aim?  
Using qualitative research methods, a local context analysis supplements the needs 
assessment and situational analysis by gathering more in-depth and contextual information 
about the specific problem that a development programme is looking to address. It also 
explores what opportunities might be available for local participation in the planning and 
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implementation of the programme, both to overcome potential conflicts and to recognize and 
build on existing capacities. On occasion, organizations may conduct very thorough needs 
assessments and situational analyses, which encompass many of the components of a context 
analysis. 
Box 1.3 Children participating in a context analysis in West Africa  
In 2013–14, the Child Protection Initiative of Save the Children conducted local context 
analyses into kinship care in communities across six countries in West and East Africa. The 
research was primarily qualitative, participatory, and exploratory, and was designed to 
enhance Save the Children’s understanding of the factors that influence children’s experience 
of kinship care, such as their kinship care arrangements and positive and negative experiences 
of kinship. Norms, practices, and understandings were gathered from different stakeholders, 
including children, caregivers, and local leaders. These local context analyses offered a 
foundation to strengthen programmes in the region that promote the prevention of family 
separation and family strengthening within a comprehensive care and protection system.  
 
Given that development programmes are most likely to achieve buy-in and resonate with 
local needs and resources if they have been developed in partnership with local community 
members (Skovdal et al., 2013), it is increasingly seen as good practice to use qualitative 
research methods to engage prospective beneficiaries in needs assessments and local context 
analyses. This is demonstrated by the fact that many donor agencies ask in their proposals for 
an account of how community members were involved in the planning and development of a 
programme.  
Barriers to and facilitators of programme progress analysis 
Development programmes are not implemented in a vacuum. They interact with a range of 
factors that can either facilitate or hinder progress and impact.  
Therefore, once a development programme is up and running, it is important to monitor 
progress and carry out formative evaluations. Monitoring involves a continuous process of 
appraising programme progress and identifying strengths and weaknesses, with the aim of 
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modifying and improving the programme (Gosling and Edwards, 2003). In the context of 
programme monitoring, Gosling and Edwards (2003) identify six types of monitoring: 
1. Project inputs: monitoring whether what is needed to implement the programme is readily 
available, and following budgetary and work plan schedules. 
2. Project outputs: monitoring what has been done, problems encountered, and changes to 
the environment or circumstances in which a programme is active.  
3. Meeting objectives: monitoring the applicability of programme objectives and whether the 
programme is working towards them. 
4. Impact: scoping intended and unintended consequences of the programme, highlighting 
positive and negative impacts. 
5. Management: monitoring the way in which a programme is being implemented, such as 
the management style of the implementing agency as well as the participation of local 
people.  
6. Context: monitoring the local context, being aware of socio-economic, political, and 
environmental developments that may affect the programme.  
These are just a few areas where programme monitoring can take place. Some of them focus 
on process, while others look at impact or context. It is important to consider process, impact, 
and context monitoring as these are linked and can help us understand the pathways that lead 
to change. Qualitative research methods, such as individual interviews and focus group 
discussions (see Chapter 3), are ideal for conducting a formative evaluation, examining 
barriers and facilitators to programme progress. Local stakeholders – including a selection of 
beneficiaries, community members, and programme staff – can be interviewed at any stage 
during programme implementation. Interviews can follow a topic guide that examines 
barriers and facilitators to the six areas of monitoring mentioned above. Such interviews will 
reveal what has been achieved to date, as well as some of the operational processes and 
contextual factors that have either facilitated or hindered programme impact. Development 
practitioners can then use this feedback to modify the programme and capitalize on its 
strengths.  
25 
 
You can gather information from a variety of sources for the purpose of monitoring and 
formative evaluations (field visits, community meetings, field reports, records of activities, 
and so on). You may already do so as part of your job. Why should you then formalize the 
process and use qualitative research methods? Adopting a research approach, and gathering 
feedback systematically, can serve as a quality control and make sure that valuable learning is 
properly captured, stored, assimilated, and applied to development programmes in other areas 
or sectors.  
‘Stories of change’ analysis 
There are a number of different ways in which you can use qualitative methods to evaluate 
the impact of a programme. A ‘stories of change’ analysis allows you to investigate the most 
significant changes that the programme has brought about (Dart and Davies, 2003). It is 
important that these ‘stories of change’ are gathered in a participatory and inductive 
(‘bottom-up’) way and not guided by indicators of what you, as a practitioner, believe is 
important and constitutes significant change. A qualitative ‘stories of change’ analysis should 
effectively be done independently of the quantitative research. However, if the qualitative 
‘stories of change’ resonate with the quantitative indicators, they would strengthen and 
complement each other well.  
The ‘stories of change’ will hopefully elaborate on and give detail to the social processes and 
contextual factors that contributed to the most significant changes. If these are limited, and if 
time and resources permit, you can try and arrange short follow-up interviews with individual 
participants, asking them about the background to these perceived significant changes. A 
‘stories of change’ analysis is likely to highlight both expected and unexpected outcomes. 
This makes the approach attractive both as a way of supplementing and expanding on a 
quantitative summative evaluation and for mapping out the breadth of programme impact 
(which is useful from a ‘value for money’ perspective). ‘Stories of change’ analyses can be 
implemented with any stakeholder, allowing for comparisons. Adults and children who have 
benefited from the programme can speak from personal experience, while non-benefiting 
community members can speak about the changes they have observed. Also, programme staff 
and key stakeholders may have a perspective on the changes the programme has brought 
about.  
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The ‘stories of change’ can be gathered in a number of different ways, ranging from 
interviews (see Chapter 3), to participatory learning and action tools (see Chapter 5), and to 
Photovoice (see Chapter 6). While it is useful to map out the spectrum of positive and 
negative changes a programme has initiated, it is also helpful to ask community members to 
reflect on the changes they have observed and to come to a consensus about their 
significance, for example through a ranking. This way, entire communities can tell you what 
they consider the ‘most significant changes’ of a programme to be. However, be aware that 
different segments of a community may have different perceptions of what the ‘most 
significant change’ is, and so it is advisable for you to gather ‘most significant change’ stories 
from each of these groupings (for example, according to age group, gender, ethnic or 
language group, level of poverty, or health status).  
Guidance on how to facilitate a ‘stories of change’ analysis in the context of development 
programme evaluation has been developed by Davies and Dart (2005).
1
 
Programme strengths and limitations analysis 
In addition to exploring local perceptions of change and impact, much can be learned from 
local perceptions of the strengths or limitations of a programme. This is particularly relevant 
to development practitioners who need to draw on past experiences to develop new, better, 
and scalable programmes. This type of inquiry builds on what is often referred to as a 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis. SWOT analyses are 
commonly used in performance management, but they can provide communities targeted by a 
development programme with a useful platform to discuss the programme’s strengths and 
limitations in detail. Programme strengths and limitations can also be explored through 
interview methods and with a mix of stakeholders. This type of analysis should be conducted 
in order to summarize key strengths and limitations as well as to discover lessons to be 
learned and recommendations for future programming.  
Other options for analysis 
These five different forms of analysis make use of qualitative methods within a development 
programme cycle. The list is by no means exhaustive. Many other general research, advocacy 
and accountability activities can be facilitated. Research, whether operational or issue 
focused, can be conducted at any stage of the programme cycle, irrespective of the 
monitoring and evaluation framework that has been designed. The analysis can draw on data 
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gathered at one specific point in time (also referred to as a cross-sectional study), or on 
information collected by following a small group of people throughout the programme cycle 
and interviewing them at different stages (also referred to as longitudinal case studies). It is 
also important to note that not all five opportunities are relevant to all programmes and that it 
may not be realistic to conduct all five types of study, considering costs, timing, and staff 
capacity.  
If information is gathered from a number of different communities, a review can be used to 
generate evidence and key lessons for future programming and advocacy. This review can 
contrast and combine results from the different studies conducted during the programme (or 
between sister programmes in other contexts).  
 
Summary 
Qualitative research offers development practitioners an opportunity to understand local 
perspectives, needs, and context. By adopting a ‘research approach’ and by systematizing and 
formalizing their use of qualitative research methods, development practitioners can make a 
significant contribution to the creation of an evidence base. Qualitative evidence generated 
systematically is integral to the objectives of development practitioners. Qualitative research 
can be used to: 1) engage programme beneficiaries; 2) promote accountability; 3) contribute 
to impact, innovation, and evidence; 4) support the ‘value for money’ agenda; 5) facilitate the 
scalability and replicability of programmes; 6) provide material and opportunities for 
advocacy and campaigning.  
Qualitative research can be integrated into the programme cycle in a number of different 
ways, from the development of situational analyses and needs assessments through to the 
monitoring and evaluation of programmes. Information gathered at the different steps of the 
programme cycle can be used to explore the feasibility and acceptability of a programme as 
well as to determine areas for improvement. If lessons and recommendations that emerge 
through systematic qualitative research are considered and contribute to programme changes, 
this can have immediate benefits to programme beneficiaries. In the next seven chapters, we 
will provide guidance on how you can generate and report on qualitative evidence, equipping 
you with the knowledge and skills required to adopt a ‘research approach’. 
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